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The three refuges in Buddhism are not hiding places, and people who 
ritually ‘go for refuge’ are not seeking to escape from anything. Rather they 

are seeking support and guidance whilst they follow a challenging spiritual path. 
The three refuges are also known in Buddhism as the three jewels, (in Sanskrit; triratna), 

which means they are treasures of inestimable worth.  The three jewels offer Buddhists the 
inspiration of the Buddha, the truth of the Dharma and the support of the Sangha. Inspiration, 

truth and support are highly valuable commodities in an uncertain world, but they are often 
unstable and impermanent.  Many people put their trust in the secular values of modern society, 

such as the freedom to pursue wealth and happiness. Some people rely on other, inevitably 
flawed, human beings to be their support and inspiration. People are not perfect, and even good 
ones are liable to let us down. Some people derive their values from particular religious beliefs 
or political opinions.  Buddhists might say that whilst these are not necessarily negative, they are 
unlikely to sustain a person on the difficult path to overcoming self and attaining enlightenment, 
and more solid anchors are needed which the three jewels provide. 

Several different Buddhist traditions use the practice of going for refuge, but they attribute slightly 
different meanings to each one. In the Theravada tradition, the Buddha is usually thought to be 
Gotama, the historical Buddha, known as the Blessed One, the arahant or arhat (noble one), who is 
perfectly Awakened. However, Mahayana Buddhism has a much more complex understanding of 
the nature of ‘Buddha’. Going for refuge in the Buddha might include thinking about Gotama, but 
also other Buddhas, including those that exist in other realms, such as Amitabha, and including 
the Dharmakaya, the ultimate, beyond all understanding. Going for refuge in the Buddha might 
include the awareness of the inherent Buddha-nature in all existence. It might also include going 
for refuge in bodhisattvas (one whose essence is truth/enlightenment), or particular lamas or 
teachers, especially in Tibetan traditions. In some traditions, the sangha recites a list of patriarchs, 
who have passed the teachings down through the generations.   

Going for refuge in the Dharma, or the truth/teachings, is sometimes described in the Theravada 
tradition as going for refuge in the Noble Eightfold Path and the Middle Way.  These offer a structure 
for living which brings about peace and calmness, and lack of enmity.  As well as providing a 
refuge, the Dharma is meant to challenge and to invite the wise person to explore (ehipassiko) 
and experience it, and to allow it to bring about a transformation.  In Mahayana traditions the 
Dharma will be understood in countless other ways, such as the teaching of skilful means  (apaya 
kausalya) and the bodhisattva path in the Lotus Sutra, or the teaching of Buddha-nature in the 
Tathagatagarbha Sutra, or the teaching of emptiness (sunyata) in the Mulamadhyamakakarika. In 
all cases it is about the striving for wisdom, compassion and enlightenment.

Similarly the Sangha could have a narrow interpretation, for example the fourfold Sangha of 
monks, nuns, lay-men and lay-women, or a wider meaning of all Buddhists within a particular 
tradition, or all Buddhists worldwide. Typically Buddhists going for refuge in the Sangha think 
about all the sentient beings who have practised before them, those who have taught the dharma 
and those who live the religious life. They also think about those who practise with them, and 
support them in their spiritual lives. 
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Repeating the ritual of going for refuge underlines for Buddhists how 
central these three jewels are to their lives. Chanting the refuges turns the 

commitment into a beautiful and moving ritual, which is reaffirmed in many Buddhist 
ceremonies and pujas (devotional deremonies). Repetition is important in Buddhism, 

because of its power to alter mental states. The refuges are repeated in themselves three 
times during chanting practice, and they are chanted at every opportunity. 


